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Introduction
Public opinion matters in the United States 
(Kingdon, 1995). Public support often moti-
vates the imposition of new laws and the ac-
tive enforcement of current laws (Warr, Meier, 
& Erickson, 1983). For instance, the policy agen-
das that determine the apportionment of funds 
were shown to be affected by public opinion 
(Hollin & Howells, 1987; Tyler, 1990). For these 
reasons and others, public support and opin-
ion were studied related to a number of crimi-
nal justice topics such as the death penalty (Ells-
worth & Gross, 1994; Radelet & Borg, 2000), do-
mestic drug control (Lock, Timberlake, & Rasin-
ski, 2002), juvenile crime (Bouley & Wells, 2001), 
and racial profiling (Weitzer & Tuch, 2002). The 
goals of the current research were to examine 
the public opinion toward placing responsibil-
ity on parents, blaming of parents, and punish-
ing parents for the crime their children commit.
Parental Responsibility
Generally, a person has no legal “duty to act” 
and is not responsible for the actions of others. 
Under common law, parents are not responsi-
ble for the torts or criminal actions of their chil-
dren. The exception to this rule is the “negli-
gent supervision” concept when parents are 
negligent in some way and therefore become 
liable. Generally, the tort of negligent supervi-
sion creates liability if the parents entrust their 
child with a dangerous instrument or if the par-
ents are aware of their child’s vicious propensi-
ties (Hanson, 1989a, 1989b; Levine, 1984). Basic 
tort principles apply so that the plaintiff is re-
quired to prove the existence of a duty, breach of 
that duty, proximate cause, and damages. These 
requirements make recovery possible in only a 
few narrow situations (Hanson, 1989a). The un-
likely success of these cases, the equally unlike-
ly recovery of total losses from a child, and the 
desire to get tough on juvenile crime have led 
to more broadly defined parental responsibili-
ty statutes.
The three forms of statutorily defined paren-
tal responsibility laws expand the common law 
by creating a duty to act and making parents re-
sponsible, in addition to the juvenile’s own re-
sponsibility, for their child’s actions. These three 
forms include holding parents: (1) civilly lia-
ble for property damage or personal injury, (2) 
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criminally liable because they contributed to the 
delinquency of their child, and (3) legally “re-
sponsible” by requiring parental involvement 
with the child’s criminal sanctions. In the first 
form of parental responsibility laws, parents are 
civilly liable for the actions of their children. A 
plaintiff may bring a case against the parents of 
a child who injures the plaintiff or damages the 
plaintiff’s property. In the second type, a legal 
guardian or another adult is made criminally re-
sponsible for encouraging delinquency in a mi-
nor. The third type represents legislative efforts 
to involve parents in the juvenile court process-
es and beyond. These laws often order the par-
ents to pay for the court costs, pay restitution, 
pay treatment costs, and participate in the ju-
venile’s case (Brank, Kucera, & Hays, 2003; Da-
vies & Davidson, 2001). It should also be noted 
that except for the parental civil liability laws, 
these statutes as a whole do not release the juve-
nile from their own responsibilities and punish-
ments, but make the parents an additional party.
Virtually no public support research existed on 
parental responsibility laws. The intention of the 
current study was to address whether the public 
supported the underlying concepts of parental 
responsibility laws. General support for parental 
responsibility, blaming, and punishing was ex-
amined. In addition, demographic characteristics 
were examined as possible predictors of support.
Juvenile Justice Setting
To put parental responsibility laws in perspec-
tive, it was necessary to first review the current 
juvenile justice system generally. Western cul-
tures had long recognized the notion of having a 
different and distinct system for children. Early 
English Common Law recognized that children 
should not be subject to the same punishments 
as adults (Bartollas & Miller, 1994). More than 
one hundred years ago, the United States estab-
lished its first juvenile court system in Chica-
go (Gardner, 1997). The purpose of the juvenile 
system was to rehabilitate troubled youth by of-
fering individualized and non-punitive dispo-
sitions according to the minor’s needs (Gard-
ner). As a trade off for the rehabilitative objec-
tive, the juvenile system afforded fewer consti-
tutional protections than the adult criminal sys-
tem (Gardner).
In recent decades, the distinction between 
the juvenile and adult systems began to erode 
(Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1993). The juvenile sys-
tem was developed around the parens patriae 
theory. Any contact a juvenile would have with 
the system was to promote the juvenile’s welfare; 
therefore, states reasoned that procedural pro-
tections were unnecessary (Gardner, 1997). The 
Supreme Court was skeptical of the parens pa-
triae excuse for depriving juveniles of procedur-
al protections. In a series of cases beginning in 
1966, the Supreme Court gave juveniles the same 
Constitutional protections, except jury trials, 
that were given to adults Breed v. Jones (1975); In 
re Gault (1967); In re Winship (1970); Kent v. Unit-
ed States (1966); McKeiver v. Pennsylvania (1971).
Even with the diminishing distinctions, the ju-
venile system remained a separate entity from 
the adult criminal system (Gardner, 1997). Three 
movements were taking place that might lead to 
even less of a difference between the two sys-
tems. The first was a general movement away 
from rehabilitation and toward a more punitive 
system (Podkopacz & Feld, 2001). For example, 
statutory changes incorporated punishment and 
accountability into Washington’s juvenile code 
(Intent-Purpose, 1997). The second movement 
involved the more drastic call to abolish the ju-
venile justice system completely (Ainsworth, 
1991). The result would have every juvenile au-
tomatically tried as an adult. The third move-
ment was represented by the rise in juvenile 
transfers into the adult criminal system (Bishop 
& Frazier, 1991; Quinn, 2002; White, Frazier, & 
Lanza-Kaduce, 1999). Although not a complete 
abolishment of the juvenile system, many states 
were increasing the list of crimes and decreas-
ing the minimum age that made a juvenile eli-
gible for transfer (Heilbrun, Leheny, Thomas, & 
Honeycutt, 1997).
These three movements demonstrated the po-
litical agenda to “get tough on juvenile crime,” as 
well as a political movement that reflected gen-
eral public attitudes. For example, a 2000 Gal-
lup Organization public opinion poll revealed a 
public desire for less differentiation between the 
adult and juvenile systems. Sixty-five percent of 
the respondents indicated that the justice system 
should treat juveniles between the ages of four-
teen and seventeen who committed violent crimes 
the same as adults (Gallup Poll Surveys, 2000).
The public’s “get tough on juvenile crime” at-
titude may stem from their erroneous beliefs 
about juvenile crime. The Justice Policy In-
stitute reported that Americans thought ju-
veniles were responsible for 43% of the homi-
cides that occurred in this country. In fact, ju-
veniles were responsible for approximately 9% 
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of the homicides (Schiraldi & Ziedenberg, 2001). 
Nearly two-thirds of Americans thought juve-
nile crime was on the increase, but a 58% de-
cline in juvenile homicides occurred since 1994 
(Schiraldi & Ziedenberg). In fact, juvenile vio-
lent crime such as murder, forcible rape, rob-
bery, and aggravated assault, was consistent-
ly decreasing since 1994 (Snyder, 2000). The ju-
venile murder rate alone fell 68% between 1993 
and 1999 to the lowest level since the 1960s (Sny-
der). The violent crime rate that peaked in the 
mid-1990s appeared to be waning (Snyder). Like 
violent crime, property offenses committed by 
juveniles were also decreasing. Property offense 
arrest rates dropped almost 30% between 1994 
and 1999 (Snyder). Thus, the data did not con-
firm that juvenile crime was out of control; in 
fact, the current rate of serious juvenile offend-
ing was comparable to that of the late 1960s and 
early 1970s (Bilchik, 2000). Teenagers are quite 
different, however, than they once were. More 
than half of all teenagers are now growing up 
without a parent at home during the day (Hine, 
1999, p. 281). As a result, youth have looser ties 
to the home, and in turn, may be open to greater 
influences by their peers (Hine).
To summarize, the entire juvenile justice sys-
tem saw marked changes in recent years. The Su-
preme Court granted procedural protections to 
juveniles (Breed v. Jones, 1975; In re Gault, 1967; In 
re Winship, 1970; Kent v. United States, 1966) while 
a movement continues toward a more punitive, 
rather than rehabilitative system (Feld, 1991). 
Juveniles are being tried as adults at younger 
ages and for a wider variety of crimes (Heilbrun 
et al., 1997). Most juvenile crime is decreasing, 
while the public believes the opposite (Snyder, 
2000). Parental responsibility is one piece of this 
juvenile justice puzzle that has developed as a 
solution to the public outcry against juvenile de-
linquency while still maintaining a semblance 
of rehabilitation (Samborn, 1996). Parental re-
sponsibility laws are not part of the movement 
to make the juvenile system more like the adult 
system. Rather, they represent an attitude that 
juveniles are not mature enough to be held sole-
ly responsible for their actions; therefore, their 
parents must also be involved (DiFonzo, 2001).
Public support for parental responsibility laws
A 1957 survey of 323 adults found that 88% 
thought that parents were a main cause of ju-
venile delinquency (Kenny & Kenny, 1961). A 
slight majority, 54%, thought parents should 
be held responsible for their child’s delinquen-
cy (Kenny & Kenny, 1961). Thirty-five percent 
said that the parents should be held “partial-
ly” responsible. A 1996 New York Times/CBS 
News poll reported that 72% of the respondents 
said that parents should be held responsible for 
their children’s crimes (Applebome, 1996), sug-
gesting a possible increase of support. Certain-
ly, support of parental involvement was evi-
denced in state statutory requirements. Parents 
are frequently requested or required to partici-
pate in the court hearings, diversion programs, 
and delinquency treatments (Davies & David-
son, 2001). Furthermore, the role of family and/
or family socialization was implicated in sev-
eral criminological theories (see Gottfredson & 
Hirschi, 1990; Moffitt, 1993; Patterson, DeBary-
she, & Ramsey, 1989).
Once it has been determined that people do 
support a law, the next step is to understand 
why they support that law. This has been a topic 
of interest especially in understanding why peo-
ple want to punish rule breakers (Tyler & Boeck-
mann, 1997). Often, complicated factors become 
relevant in this decision making process. For in-
stance, Reuterman (1978) concluded that demo-
graphic factors formed a complex and multidi-
mensional explanation of support for some laws.
In research on attitudes toward sentencing, re-
spondent characteristics generally had small, 
and sometimes inconsistent effects (Applegate, 
Cullen, Turner, & Sundt, 1996). As an exam-
ple, Blumstein and Cohen (1980) reported great-
er punitiveness associated with White respon-
dents, older respondents, and those from high-
er income brackets. In contrast, Tyler and Boeck-
mann (1997) found that the young and minori-
ties were more punitive. Both sets of research-
ers found that less punitiveness was associated 
with higher educational attainment (Blumstein 
& Cohen; Tyler & Boeckmann).
Banks, Maloney, and Willcock (1975) performed 
a large public opinion study (2,846 participants) 
concerning the causes of crime. The participants 
were presented with ten statements and asked 
which ones they thought were the causes of 
crime. Seventy percent of the participants indicat-
ed that a cause of crime was that parents did not 
have the authority over their children. Although 
these researchers found no gender differences in 
the respondent’s opinions, age differences were 
detected. They found that respondents over fifty 
years old were more likely than those under fif-
ty years old to indicate that the causes of crime 
were related to a decline in parental authority.
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Reuterman (1978) also investigated public 
views of the causes of delinquent behaviors. Al-
though his results indicated that the public fa-
vored an explanation that included numerous 
factors, this research did find that a greater num-
ber of females (36%) than males (20%) viewed 
lack of parental supervision as a cause of delin-
quency. No significant differences were found 
among age groups; however, respondents be-
tween the ages of thirty-five and sixty-five tend-
ed to blame a lack of parental control for delin-
quent behavior.
Confirming Reuterman’s gender difference 
finding, Furnham and Henderson (1983) also 
found that women in their study commonly ex-
plained delinquency as resulting from the ju-
venile’s socialization in the home. This survey 
study was conducted in Britain and included 
370 adults. The participants rated on a seven-
point “importance” scale a list of thirty com-
mon explanations for delinquency. The third 
most important factor based on the mean rat-
ings was the lack of strong parental guidance 
provided to the juveniles (M = 2.56, with low-
er means indicating more importance). This 
parental explanation to delinquency was only 
less important than lack of job opportunities 
for juveniles (M = 2.28) and living in high ar-
eas of delinquency (M = 2.48). Nine of the thir-
ty delinquency explanations yielded significant 
gender differences, with the women more than 
men finding explanations that related to the ju-
venile’s socialization in the home and school 
being more important. Age differences were 
also explored in this study. For the explana-
tion of delinquency related to youth not having 
strong parental guidance, age produced a U-
shaped relationship (F = 5.43, p < 0.001). Mid-
dle-aged respondents gave this explanation 
greater importance than did younger and old-
er respondents. Voter affiliation was also com-
pared with the group divided between the La-
bour and Conservative voters. Conservatives 
found the explanation of parental guidance sig-
nificantly more important than the Labour vot-
ers (F = 13.35, p < 0.001).
These studies illustrated that demographic 
variables influenced public opinion about delin-
quency; however, it was not known if these same 
characteristics influenced support for paren-
tal responsibility. Blaming and punishing par-
ents shifts a person’s punitive focus away from 
the child and onto the parents. Does that shift 
alter the demographic effect on public opinion? 
To answer this question, the current research ex-
amined gender, age, educational level, race, in-
come, and political affiliation in relation to gen-
eral public support for parental responsibility. 
In that vein, the first hypothesis was that signif-
icantly more respondents would favor parents 
as responsible rather than peers, schools, or me-
dia. In addition, mean agreement ratings would 
generally support parental blaming and paren-
tal punishment with the two being significantly 
correlated. These predictions were based on the 
general movement that was taking place in the 
juvenile justice system. In other words, the push 
toward a more punitive juvenile system would 
be reflected in agreement with parental respon-
sibility, blaming, and punishment.
Demographic variables were examined in 
relation to support of parental responsibili-
ty. This was a relatively new area of research; 
therefore, theories for predictions of support 
were borrowed from earlier public opinion re-
search related to delinquency. Based on the 
Reuterman (1978) and Furnham and Hender-
son (1983) finding that women were more like-
ly than men to view delinquency problems as 
stemming from the home, it was predicted that 
women more than men would view parents as 
responsible. Age was predicted to have a nega-
tive linear relationship with agreeing that par-
ents should be blamed and punished. In other 
words, it was expected that the results would 
be similar to those of Banks et al. (1975) with 
older participants agreeing that parents were 
responsible and should be punished. It was also 
hypothesized that the current results would be 
complementary to those of Blumstein and Co-
hen (1980) and Tyler and Boeckmann (1997) 
who found that higher educational attainment 
was associated with less punitiveness. There-
fore, the higher the educational attainment of 
the participants, the less they would believe 
that parents should be punished. Based on the 
findings again from Blumstein and Cohen, race 
and income were predicted to produce differ-
ences in agreement. It was expected that mi-
norities and those in the lower income brackets 
were less likely to believe that parents were re-
sponsible and should be punished. In addition, 
it was hypothesized that the more conservative 
a person was, the more punitive they would be 
(Moon, Wright, Cullen, & Pealer, 2000) which 
would result in greater agreement that parents 
were responsible, blameworthy, and deserving 
of punishment.
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Method
Questions concerning parental responsibility 
were included as part of a larger national Gal-
lup Organization telephone survey conducted 
in November 1999. Telephone numbers were se-
lected using a random digit dialer. Nine hun-
dred eighty-eight respondents (469 men and 
519 women, mean age = 45.6 years, SD = 16.5) 
volunteered to participate in the survey. Three 
main questions (each of which served as a sep-
arate dependent variable) specifically involving 
parental responsibility were: (1) When a teen-
ager commits a crime, which of the following 
is most responsible, in addition to the teenag-
er? Response options rotated by the interviewer 
included: parents, peers, media, and school (re-
sponsibility); (2) agreement with this statement: 
Parents are to blame when their child breaks the 
law (blame); and (3) agreement with this state-
ment: Parents should be punished when their 
child breaks the law (punish). For the two agree-
ment questions, the respondents were asked their 
agreement level on a scale from 1 to 5 with 1 = 
strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree 
nor disagree, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree.
The demographic factors used for this analy-
sis included the respondents’ age, race (White, 
Black, other), education (on an eight-point scale 
ranging from 1 = “last grade completed between 
grades one through four” and 8 = “beyond col-
lege graduate”), yearly income (on an eight-
point scale ranging from 1 = “less than $10,000” 
and 8 = “over $75,000), and political philosophy 
(on a five-point scale with 1 = “very conserva-
tive” and 5 = “very liberal”).
Results
The first step of the analysis was to assess pub-
lic opinion of responsibility for a juvenile’s crime. 
General public opinion was examined in addition 
to opinion as influenced by respondents’ demo-
graphic characteristics. The second step focused 
on public support of blaming and punishing par-
ents when their children committed delinquent 
acts. Once again, respondents’ demographic 
characteristics were highlighted as possible fac-
tors that contributed to their level of support.
Table 1
Attitudes toward responsibility by race and gender
     Parents        Peers         Media        School
     Percent    (N)      Percent    (N)      Percent    (N)      Percent   (N)
Females    66.5    (310)   Females   22.5    (105)   Females   10.7    (50)   Females   0.2    (1)
White    66.8    (272)   White   22.9     (93)   White   10.1    (41)   White   0.2    (1)
Black     62.9     (22)   Black    22.9       (8)   Black    14.3    (5)   Black    0.0    (0)
Other     65.0     (13)   Other    20.0       (4)   Other    15.0    (3)   Other    0.0    (0)
Males     71.1    (303)   Males    20.7     (88)   Males    7.5    (32)   Males    0.7    (3)
White    72.0    (260)   White   19.9     (72)   White   7.2    (26)   White   0.8    (3)
Black     58.3     (14)   Black    29.2       (7)   Black    12.5    (3)   Black    0.0    (0)
Other     68.4     (26)   Other    20.0       (4)   Other    15.0    (3)   Other    0.0    (0)
TOTAL    67.5    (613)      21.3    (193)      8.3    (82)      0.4    (4)
“When a teenager commits a crime, which of the following is most responsible, in addition to the teenager? Answer 
choices: parents, peers, media, and school” (rotated by interviewer).
Table 2
Attitudes toward responsibility by age, political ideology, income, and education
             Parents                 Others          Significance tests
        Mean         SD         Mean         SD              T         Sig.
Age    45.90   16.70           Age    45.11   16.17           Age    -0.73   0.46
Political   2.76   0.90    Political   2.90   0.89    Political   2.44   0.02
ideology        ideology        ideology
Income   5.06   1.61    Income   4.88   1.73    Income   -1.64   0.10
Education  6.79   1.68    Education  6.69   1.62    Education  -0.90   0.37
“When a teenager commits a crime, which of the following is most responsible, in addition to the teenager? Answer 
choices: parents, peers, media, and school” (rotated by interviewer).
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Table 3
Logistic regression analysis of responsibility as 
a function of demographic variables
Variables      B     Wald Χ2  p    Odds ratio
Political ideology  -0.165    4.500   0.03       0.848
Gender     0.224    2.620   0.11       1.250
Age      0.002    0.161   0.69       1.002
Income     0.037    0.607   0.44       1.038
Education    0.037    0.603   0.44       1.037
Race      0.158    0.639   0.42       1.170
(Constant)    0.229    0.230   0.63 
Responsibility
Table 1 presents distributions for the responsi-
bility question with respect to race and gender, 
in addition to the distribution across the full sam-
ple. Ninety-six respondents volunteered an an-
swer that was not a designated choice, indicated 
that all choices provided contributed equally, or 
refused to answer. Those respondents were ex-
cluded from the current analyses (they did not 
significantly differ along any demographic lines). 
To restate the question, it asked, “When a teen-
ager commits a crime, which of the following is 
most responsible, in addition to the teenager?” A 
majority of respondents designated the parents 
as the most responsible parties (68.7%). Peers 
came in a distant second at 21.6%. Approximate-
ly 9.2% of respondents put the responsibility on 
the media. Less than 1% (n = 4) of the respon-
dents placed the responsibility on the schools.
The four original categories were collapsed into 
two: parents versus others. This was done in an 
effortto bring the focus more closely on parental 
responsibility and to decrease the possible influ-
ence of unequal sample sizes and the violation of 
homogeneity of variance. Mean difference com-
parisons were conducted between these two cat-
egories and are presented in Table 2. The only 
significant difference that appeared between 
the two groups was based on the respondent’s
political ideology (t(964), = 2.44, p = 0.015). On 
average, respondents who indicated that par-
ents were the most responsible were significant-
ly more conservative than those respondents 
who indicated some other source of responsibil-
ity (Political ideology was on a scale from 1 to 5 
with 1 = very conservative and 5 = very liberal. 
Parents: M = 2.76, SD = 0.895; others: M = 2.90, 
SD = 0.887). Although this was statistically sig-
nificant, it might not be practically significant. It 
should be noted that the means for both groups 
represented approximately a moderate political 
ideology (represented by a 3 on the scale).
A binary logistic regression was performed to 
assess prediction of the responsibility question 
on the basis of these six demographic character-
istics. Once again, the categories of the respon-
sibility question were collapsed to reflect ei-
ther parents or others as the most responsible. 
The six demographic predictors were gender, 
race (White or non-White), age, political ideolo-
gy, educational attainment, and income. Of the 
original 988 cases, sixty-five were deleted due to 
missing data. Missing data appeared to be ran-
domly scattered across the outcome and predic-
tors. Prediction rates were unimpressive with an 
overall correct prediction rate of approximately 
62%. A test of the full model with all six predic-
tors against a constant-only model was not sta-
tistically significant, Χ2(6, N = 923) = 11.182, p = 
0.083. The variance accounted for was small with 
a Nagelkerke R2 = 0.016. Table 3 shows logistic 
regression coefficients, Wald tests, and odds ra-
tios for each of the six predictors. Employing a 
0.05 criterion of statistical significance, only po-
litical ideology significantly predicted choice of 
responsibility. Lower scores represented a more 
conservative viewpoint, thus, the more conser-
vative the respondent, the more likely they were 
to place responsibility on the parents, holding 
constant other demographic factors.
Table 4
Attitudes toward blaming and punishing by gender, race, age, political ideology, income, and education
    Blame              Punish (collapsed)
    (1 strongly disagree to 5 strongly agree)     (1 strongly disagree to 4 agree/strongly agree)
     M      SD    T      Sig.        M       SD    t      Sig. 
Males     3.01  1.19          Males    2.33   1.02
Females    2.89  1.17   -1.64  0.10     Females  2.38   1.00   0.79  0.49
White    2.96  1.17          White   2.37   1.00
Non-White   2.89  1.23   -0.66  0.51     Non-White  2.26   1.06   -1.21  0.23
        R      Sig.                 R        Sig.
Age     -0.005  0.886          Age    0.030   0.345
Political id.   -0.077  0.017          Political id. -0.040  0.220
Income    0.114  <0.001          Income   0.092   0.005
Education   0.108  0.001          Education  0.131   < 0.001
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Blaming and Punishing
The mean agreement level for the questions 
concerning whether parents were to blame and 
whether parents should be punished fell be-
tween 2 and 3 (disagree and neither agree nor 
disagree) (blame M = 2.95, SD = 1.17; punish M 
= 2.39, SD = 1.07) (see Table 4). Pearson’s cor-
relation demonstrated a positive linear relation-
ship between the agreement with parents are to 
blame and parents should be punished when 
their children break the law, r(969) = 0.529, p 
< 0.001; however, this correlation was not so 
strong that the questions appeared to be mea-
suring the same construct. In order to insure a 
more normal distribution of the response vari-
able by removing outliers, the 3% of respon-
dents who “strongly agreed” with the statement 
about punishing parents were collapsed into the 
“agree” category. The collapsed variable was 
used in the following analyses.
Table 4 presents the mean comparisons for 
gender and race with respect to blame and pun-
ish. Pearson’s correlation coefficients and corre-
sponding significance levels are also presented 
in Table 4. No significant mean differences were 
detected between males and females or between 
Whites and non-Whites. Only education and in-
come resulted in significant correlations with 
blame and punish. These significant correlations 
were positive with respondents who had high-
er educational attainment and higher yearly in-
come also tending to have higher agreement rat-
ings with blaming and punishing the parents.
Using the question related to blaming of par-
ents as the criterion variable and dummy vari-
able coding of the categorical variables, a stan-
dard multiple regression was performed. The 
independent variables included respondents’ 
political ideology, race, age, gender, income, 
and education. As a result of listwise exclusion, 
Table 5
Standard multiple regression of demographic variables on agreement level with, “Parents are to blame when their 
child breaks the law”
Variables    Blame  (DV)    Gender    Age      Race   Pol. phil  Income  Education   B    β
Gender    0.052                       -0.098   -0.040
Age     -0.005    -0.072*                   0.00007  0.001
Race     0.021    -0.041   0.073*                -0.019   -0.006
Pol. phil.    -0.077*    -0.013   -0.150*   -0.066*             -0.100*   -0.077
Income    0.114**    0.075*   -0.083*   0.134*   -0.067*          0.047   0.065
Education   0.108**    0.011   -0.127*   0.023   0.056   0.464**       0.063*   0.089
Means    2.95    0.47   45.6    0.86   2.81   5.00   6.75   2.54 = Intercept
SD     1.18    0.50   16.5    0.35   0.89   1.66   1.65
                            R2 = 0.025
                            Adjusted R2 = 0.019
                            R = 0.154
*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.
Table 6
Standard multiple regression of demographic variables on agreement level with, “Parents should be punished 
when their child breaks the law”
Variables    Punish (DV)    Gender    Age    Race    Pol. phil.   Income   Education  B    β
Gender    -0.025                        -0.062   -0.031
Age     0.030     -0.072*                   0.0025   0.040
Race     0.039     -0.041   0.073*                0.033   0.011
Pol. id.    -0.040     -0.013  -0.150**   -0.066*             -0.047   -0.041
Income    0.092**     0.075*   -0.083*   0.134**    -0.067*         0.015   0.024
Education   0.131*     0.011   -0.127**   0.023    0.056   0.464**      0.082*   0.132
Means    2.36     0.47   45.6    0.86    2.81   5.00   6.75  1.75 = Intercept
SD     1.01     0.50   16.5    0.35    0.89   1.66   1.65
                            R2 = 0.024
                            Adjusted R2 = 0.018
                            R = 0.155
*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.
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916 respondents were included in the regres-
sion. Table 5 includes the correlations between 
the variables, the unstandardized regression co-
efficients (B), the intercept, the standardized re-
gression coefficients (β), R2, and adjusted R2. R 
for regression was significantly different from 0, 
F(8, 909) = 3.91, p = 0.001. The two regression co-
efficients that differed significantly from 0, were 
political ideology and education. These regres-
sion coefficients indicated that the more con-
servative a respondent was, the higher agree-
ment rating they had with blaming of the par-
ents. The higher the level of education, the high-
er the agreement rating with blaming parents. 
Overall, the prediction was unimpressive with 
2.5% (1.9% adjusted) of the variability in blam-
ing predicted by knowing the scores on these six 
demographic independent variables.
A second multiple regression was performed 
using the question related to punishing of par-
ents (collapsed version with four-point scale) as 
the criterion variable with the same independent 
variables as was used in the model for blaming 
parents. As a result of listwise exclusion, 905 re-
spondents were included in the regression. Ta-
ble 6 includes the correlations between the vari-
ables, the unstandardized regression coeffi-
cients (B), the intercept, the standardized re-
gression coefficients (β), R2, and adjusted R2. R 
for regression was significantly different from 0, 
F(6,904) = 3.721, p = 0.001. Only education’s re-
gression coefficient differed significantly from 0. 
Prediction was again unimpressive and slight-
ly lower than it was for the blaming model with 
2.4% (1.8% adjusted) of the variability in punish-
ing predicted by knowing the scores on these six 
demographic independent variables.
Discussion
A false perception of increased teen violence 
led politicians and the media to call for a more 
punitive juvenile justice system. The original re-
habilitation objective of the juvenile system gave 
way to punishing juveniles the same way adults 
were punished (Ainsworth, 1991; Feld, 1991; 
Heilbrun et al., 1997). In contrast to these two 
movements toward greater juvenile accountabil-
ity, a simultaneous movement was taking place 
that imposed legal responsibility on parents for 
their children’s actions. Research demonstrated 
that the public supported the “get tough” on ju-
venile crime attitude (Gallup Poll Surveys, 2000) 
that was often characterized by trying juveniles 
in the adult criminal system. It was not known if 
a similar attitude would be present toward the 
parents. The present study examined this pos-
sibility intending to explore the extent to which 
demographic variables related to different as-
pects of beliefs about parental responsibility.
As predicted, the public clearly placed some 
responsibility on parents when juvenile crime 
occurred. A vast majority of the respondents to 
this survey indicated that, after the juvenile, the 
parents were the most responsible for a juve-
nile’s crimes. Overall agreement with blaming 
and punishing the parents, however, was lower 
than expected. This seemingly incongruent find-
ing was best explained by viewing the three pa-
rental questions as graduated from least severe 
to most severe. Indicating that parents were the 
most responsible, after the juvenile, was the least 
severe expression of condemnation toward par-
ents. The next severe was blaming the parents. 
Punishing the parents when their children com-
mitted illegal acts was the most severe.
This finding might be explained in two differ-
ent ways. First, respondents might have viewed 
parents as morally responsible for the actions of 
their children, but still did not believe that the 
government should impose punishments. Par-
ents might be viewed as the ultimate guardians 
of their children’s well being; however, impos-
ing a legal punishment appeared to make the 
state involvement too harsh and took the notion 
of moral responsibility too far. The second expla-
nation for higher blaming/responsibility than 
punishing might be an issue of question word-
ing. Participants might have only been thinking 
of traditional criminal punishments, such as im-
prisonment and fines, when asked about pun-
ishing parents. It might be that people would be 
more agreeable with other forms of parental re-
sponsibility, if given the option.
For agreement with blaming and punishing the 
parents, demographic variables were only par-
tially helpful in predicting who placed blame 
and who wanted to punish the parents. In sup-
port of the hypotheses, those respondents who 
had lower incomes and less education were less 
likely to agree that parents should be blamed or 
punished when their children committed delin-
quent acts. These findings corresponded with 
those by Blumstein and Cohen (1980) who re-
ported greater punitiveness for those from high-
er income brackets. In contrast to Banks et al. 
(1975), no age differences were found in this sur-
vey using age as a continuous variable. This dif-
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ference might be attributed to the twenty-five-
year time span between the Banks et al. study 
and the current survey. During these twenty-
five years, people continued to have children 
later in life, therefore increasing the likelihood 
that older respondents would have young chil-
dren still living at home.
Results from the two multiple regressions sug-
gested that the demographic variables as a set 
did not account for much of the variability in 
the agreement levels with blaming or punish-
ing parents. Neither race nor gender was a sig-
nificant predictor. The findings indicated that 
across the different genders and races, respon-
dents viewed punishment the same. Respon-
dents might have believed that parents should 
be blamed more than they thought parents 
should be punished, but both agreement rat-
ings were fairly weak. Both mean ratings were 
near the mid-range of the scale, indicating that 
participants disagreed that parents should be 
held responsible or punished for their children’s 
crimes. The great majority of agreement ratings 
were in the low to middle range (disagree or 
neither agree or disagree) indicating that people 
did not have strong opinions on this issue. This 
lack of opinion strength might have contributed 
to the inability to accurately predict opinions us-
ing demographic characteristics. Past research 
found that attitudes must be salient in order for 
them to be predictive of behavior (Ajzen & Fish-
bein, 1977). People were relatively non-commit-
tal on the issue; thus, it made it more difficult to 
predict their opinions.
A clear limitation of this research was the mea-
surement of global rather than specific attitudes. 
General polls might not be able to provide de-
tailed information because they were difficult to 
interpret with any consistent precision (Roberts, 
1996). For instance, the public greatly endorsed 
recidivist statutes (i.e., “Three Strikes and 
You’re Out” laws) when asked about broad, sin-
gle-item questions concerning these laws (88.4% 
either strongly supported or somewhat support-
ed these laws). This endorsement was greatly 
reduced when the respondents were presented 
with specific situations that would be covered 
pursuant to these laws (Applegate et al., 1996). 
In the current research, this issue might be most 
prominent in thinking about the effect of the ju-
venile’s age/competency level and the type of 
delinquent act. In other words, was there a pos-
itive or negative correlation between the age at 
which the juvenile committed a delinquent act 
and the public’s support of blaming and punish-
ing that child’s parents? Additionally, was there 
a positive or negative correlation between the 
severity of the juvenile’s offense and the public’s 
support of blaming and punishing that child’s 
parents? Both of these questions could be an-
swered in future research by employing meth-
ods similar to those used in the three-strikes 
area by Applegate and his colleagues.
Future research should extend the three main 
dependent variables used here. A more in-depth 
measurement scheme could be employed to 
measure these constructs more thoroughly. For 
instance, scale construction could be utilized to 
determine public support of punishment by fo-
cusing on different types of punishment and 
for different types of delinquent acts. Research 
could also focus on the public’s understanding 
of a delinquent family’s needs and circumstanc-
es. Does the public understand the complex in-
teractions and influences that affect a family? 
For instance, Bronfenbrenner (1979) suggested 
an ecological approach for studying human de-
velopment in which children were not just with-
in the family environment, but also within a se-
ries of “nested” environments. These additional 
environments included the parents’ workplace, 
national influences, among other influences that 
vastly shaped the family and the way the child 
developed. Would a consideration of extra-fa-
milial influences change public opinion?
Additional respondent characteristics should 
be investigated. One possible direction would 
entail investigating a self-interest component to 
these attitudes. Self-interest, operationalized us-
ing parental status, was shown to influence sim-
ilar attitudes (Crowe & Bailey, 1995). Parents 
might be even less likely to support these con-
structs because of their own self-interest in the 
area. It follows that a parent with a delinquent 
child would also be even less likely to support 
parental responsibility because of a more salient 
self-interest.
Conclusion
This research presented an investigation of 
public opinion in the relatively new area of pa-
rental responsibility. With the imposition of the 
varying forms of these laws, it is important to 
first understand if the public has a general sup-
port of such laws, and second, to understand 
the underlying reasons for such support. Over-
all, support for the concepts underlying these 
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laws (responsibility, blame, and punishment) 
was relatively mixed. In general terms, the pub-
lic appeared willing to place some responsibility 
on parents, but less willing to support blaming 
or punishing the parents. Most notable, these 
opinions were fairly consistent across the nor-
mal demographic lines that influenced attitudes 
on other issues. Respondents’ race, gender, and 
age made no difference in their opinions regard-
ing the underlying concepts of parental respon-
sibility laws. This research suggested that recent 
state legislative trends in imposing legal conse-
quences, particularly punishment, on parents 
for their children’s actions might not hold wide 
public support. Further research is recommend-
ed to determine whether there is public support 
for holding parents responsible in ways other 
than punishing them.
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